MnJBarr’s Cloud: Growing- Darker 


'ollU 


. Could Attorney General William Barr be trust- 
ed to produce a credible examination of his own 
Administration’s possibly criminal aid to Iraq be- 
fore the Persian Gulf war? That didn’t seem likely 
two months ago when he appointed Frederick Lac- 
ey, a former Federal judge, to conduct an ostensibly 
independent investigation. Judge Lacey has now 
issued his report and the answer is worse than no. 

Not only is Judge Lacey incredible. He, and his 
sponsor, seem far more interested in finding scape- 
goats than in finding facts. Far from allaying public 
doubts about Bush Administration improprieties, 
this squalid exercise inflames them. 

Judge Lacey heatedly denounces Democrats 
and the news media^ for making too much of this 
case. That does not cover the gaps in his investiga- 
tion. Yet he supports Mr. Barr’s refusal to seek a 
truly independent counsel. And Mr. Barr persists in 
defending a straw man — supposed attacks on the 
Justice Department’s “dedicated professionals’’ — 
when the real criticism is of the way he has dealt 
with the scandal. ‘i 

An impartial inquiry might have calmed suspi- 
cion about backdoor aid to Saddam Hussein. This 
one leaves large questions wide open. For instapce, 
was so-called agricultural assistance to Iraq willful- 
ly allowed to become military aid at a time that 
President Bush was appeasing Saddam Hussein? 
One way to find out would be to determine whether 
a mid-level Commerce Department official inten- 
tionally falsified shipment records submitted to ah 




inquiring Congress — and if so, whether the derelic- 
tion reached higher. 

Without embarrassment, Judge Lacey admits 
he doesn’t even know the whereabouts of that 
Commerce official, let alone acknowledge a duty to 
learn whether higher officials are implicated. 

I He does a somewhat better job of countering 
suspicions of an indictment that spared the Banca 
Nazionale del Lavoro, Italy's largest bank and the 
source of billions in illicit loans to Iraq. The failure 
to indict the bank seemed suspicious; how could; 
bank officers not know about such' transactions? It 
turns out there were strong, apparently principled 
differences between Washington and Federal prose- 
cutors in Atlanta. They concluded that the bank had 
been victimized by a branch manager. 

Still, there were other peculiar-looking irregu- 
larities — like phone calls from the White House to 
Atlanta inquiring about the bank investigation’s 
progress. Judge Lacey, a tough-minded former 
prosecutor, suddenly finds himself saying that if 
meddling officials say they had no intention of 
obstructing justice, why, he has to believe them. 

It’s no crime for apparent conflicts of interest 
to arise in government There can be honest expla- 
nations for activities that make reasonable observ- 
ers doubt the Justice Department’s impartiality. 
But it is a sin to try hiding such apparent conflicts in 
billows of bombast Attorney General Barr would 
have served justice by clearing the Lavoro cloud 
over the Bush record. Instead, he has darkened it. 


